Abstract. Male common grackles, Quiscalus quiscula, sing one song type each, yet females prefer multiple songs. A pre-existing sensory bias explanation has been proposed to account for these results.
As part of an ongoing research programme designed to explain the function(s) of male songbird repertoires, Searcy (1992) found that female common grackles prefer tapes of male song constructed to contain a repertoire of four songs over a tape playing a single song. In the wild, male common grackles do not have complex repertoires; each individual sings only one song type (Wiley 1976c; Searcy 1992) . Because individual male common grackles sing only one song type, Searcy proposed that his results are consistent with pre-existing bias models of sexual selection (Ryan & Keddy-Hector 1992; Ryan & Rand 1993) . Pre-existing bias models propose that the evolution of certain male ornamental traits can be explained by features of female nervous systems that predisposed females to respond more strongly to certain male characteristics; i.e. male traits evolved in response to the selection pressure imposed by an already existing female preference. The essence of the pre-existing sensory bias model is that the female bias precedes the development of the male trait. Phylogenetic studies have been used to both demonstrate and falsify the pre-existence of the female bias (Basolo 1990; Hill 1994) .
The sensory bias that Searcy identified involves the habituation of nervous system response to a repeated specific stimulus (Krebs 1976; Petrinovich 1984) . Habituation is the diminishing of the response to a specific stimulus with repeated presentation of that stimulus. The diminishing response shows 'recovery' when a different stimulus is presented. Consistent with Searcy's interpretation, female common grackles showed a decreased response to a repeated single song and an increased response when male song types were switched. Based on phylogenetic analysis and a review of published behavioural studies, however, we suggest (1) that the single-song-per-male condition of common grackles is derived from an ancestral state with song repertoires, and (2) that the female preference demonstrated by Searcy can be interpreted within the context of the natural history of common grackles, and may have a current functional basis. We do not attempt to discredit the hypothesis that songbird repertoires may have evolved to exploit the neural patterns of habituation to specific stimuli. In our view, sufficient information to test this broad hypothesis does not yet exist.
Song Repertoires and Phylogenetic History
The sensory bias model requires that the female preference predates the male trait. Phylogenetic tests can help establish whether the preference preceded the trait or whether the trait and preference coevolved. If the female preference is found in an ancestral species that lacks the male trait, then the preference probably predated the trait.
